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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

BACKGROUND

The Undergraduate Scholarship Program (UGSP) was established to interest and
support students from disadvantaged backgrounds in pursuing careers n biomedical and
other health-related research at the National Institutes of Health (NIH). The program pays
up to $20,000 per academic year toward tuition and other expenses associated with college
attendance. In exchange for financial support, scholarship recipients (known as UGSP
“Scholars”) incur two service obligations. First, in the summer after each year of funding,
they must work for 10 weeks in a research laboratory at the NIH and participate 1 a variety
of program activities. Second, for each year in the program, Scholars must work for one full
year in an NIH lab (known as “payback”), with the timing of this obligation somewhat
flexible. In addition, Scholars must designate a faculty member from their colleges to serve
as an advisor during the academic year.

In addition to being economically disadvantaged, applicants must be U.S. citizens or
qualified to work for the federal government, enrolled full time in college, and maintain a 3.5
grade point average. They also must demonstrate a keen imnterest in biomedical research.
The program is highly competitive, with only about 15 new Scholars named each year. The
first scholarships were awarded for the 1996-97 academic year; through 2003-04,
scholarships have been awarded to a total of 103 students. The awards are renewable for up
to four years.

This report presents the results of a study to assess whether the UGSP program is
operating as intended. Focusing on the major components of the program—application and
selection, academic advisement during the school year, the summer research experience, and
employment at NIH after graduation—we describe the official expectations for how these
components operate and summarize the experiences and perspectives of key stakeholders.
We draw on several information sources: interviews with program officials, program
administrative records, the UGSP website, interviews with selected academic advisors and
NIH mentors, and four focus groups comprised of UGSP Scholars.
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KEY FINDINGS

Application and Selection

A majority of the Scholars we spoke with were primarily attracted to the UGSP because
of the opportunity to work at the NIH. Only a few reported that the financial value of the
scholarship had been the main reason they were initially attracted to the program. Many
focused on the potential experiential benefits because they had other means of paying for
their schooling; this award simply replaced those other resources. Some who did not
perceive the UGSP as providing them much financial benefit were a bit bothered by having
to spend the same amount of time in payback as those who recetved much more money
from the program.

Academic advisors thought very highly of their Scholars, describing them as having
superior knowledge and research skills compared with other students at the same point in
their studies. NIH mentors were generally complimentary towards the Scholars they
supervised in the summer, though slightly less so than the academic advisors. A key factor
seemed to be that some of them had been exposed to several other very highly qualified
students over the years, which 1s not surprising, given that the NIH attracts top candidates
from all around the country. Several of the mentors ndicated that if the Scholars had not
been 1n the UGSP, they might not have agreed to take them imto their labs for the summer.
The mentors supported the goal of the program and being affiliated with the UGSP helped
Scholars to stand out from the competition.

Academic-Year Advising

Although program materials describe appointing an academic advisor as a responsibility
of the Scholar’s undergraduate mstitution, Scholars themselves took the initiative to find an
advisor after being accepted into the program. Most of the faculty members had not heard
of the program until they were asked to serve as academic advisors by one of the Scholars.
In most cases, the Scholars chose faculty members with whom they already had fairly close
mentoring-like relationships, although there were a few exceptions.

Both the academic advisors and Scholars described a wide range of relationships in
terms of how often they interacted and what they discussed. Some Scholars worked in their
advisors’ labs and saw them daily; others had informal relationships focused around
personal, academic, and career advice; some reported rarely talking with one another.

Requiring Scholars to name an academic advisor generally did not foster closer
relationships between the students and faculty members we interviewed. Most Scholar-
advisor relationships continued on as they had before the faculty members took on these
formal roles. Just one advisor and one Scholar said their relationships had changed
substantially for the better; conversely, one academic advisor and two Scholars described
program participation as having had a negative effect on their relationships, reducing the
frequency with which they saw one another. But while Scholars and advisors did not
necessarily develop closer relationships than they would have in the absence of the program,
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some of them still felt that this required component of the UGSP could prove helpful to
some participants and to the program more generally.

Summer Session

Overall, the process for finding a mentor worked well for most of the Scholars. Some
were impressed with the efforts of program officials to help them find suitable summer lab
assignments. One criticism was the difficulty of identifying a good lab assighment five
months 1n advance, given the uncertamnties that may surround institutional scientific
research, such as the specific projects Scholars would be able to work on. Two of the
mentors suggested a few changes to improve the mentor-match process, including allowing
more than 15 minutes for mentors’ presentations, enabling Scholars to tour several labs
before they have to decide where they would like an interview, providing more mformation
about the Scholars, and allowing more time for mentors to get to know them.

The mentors said they understood that the Scholars needed to work on a research
project, and a few specifically mentioned research that would lead to a poster presentation
toward the end of the summer. They also mentioned the goals of developing Scholars’
research skills and showing them “how real science 1s done.” However, mentors explained
that they typically had too many other responsibilities to spend much time working directly
with Scholars; that would be left to other lab staff. Their encounters with Scholars ranged
from brief, informal discussions about the ongoing research on a daily basis to formal lab
meetings held once a week. Virtually all of the mentors had discussed education and career
options with their Scholars, typically in response to Scholars’ questions. Although about half
of the mentors said that hosting a UGSP Scholar in their labs for the summer posed no
particular challenges, others 1dentified a few challenges, including identifying the right kind

of projects for Scholars to work on.

Generally, most Scholars were happy with their summer lab experiences. Some offered
highly positive assessments, saying that the experiences were outstanding. Others, though,
had not been fully challenged 1n their research assignments. In some cases, this had to do
with their own choices, such as selecting a lab that would not require them to master new
skills. In other cases, however, the issue seemed to be low expectations by supervisory staff
about what the Scholars could accomplish. Scholars’ relations with their mentors varied
considerably, from close to distant. Their level of satisfaction with their situations depended
mn part on their initial expectations. One Scholar assumed, going in, that she would not have
much direct interaction with her mentor and was pleasantly surprised to have fairly frequent
contact. Another Scholar who had expected to have good access to her mentor was very
disappointed to end up having little contact with him, and instead worked with someone
who had not gone to graduate school and who she therefore felt could not be of much help
regarding her educational interests.

Payback

Scholars’ participation in the UGSP was a very important factor in mentors’ decisions to
take them into their labs for one or more years. Some mentors would not have been able to
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do so if top officials in their ICs had not “loaned” them full-time equivalent (FTE) positions
mn support of the UGSP and its goals. Most of the mentors were satisfied with the abilities
of the payback Scholars they worked with, commonly rating them as on a par with other
full-time employees who were at the same point on their education and career paths. Two
mentors felt that they did not end up with good matches: one of the Scholars was unable to
conduct the research that needed to be done; the other, whose career interests had moved
away from scientific research, reportedly showed up inconsistently and did very little work.

Mentors described widely varying goals for payback Scholars—in addition to ensuring
they had interesting research to conduct—including having them more work more
mdependently, developing a long-term project, building their technical and research skills,
teaching them more about science and academic medicine, and adding to their credentials
through publications and presentations. Nonetheless, they generally expected that the
Scholars would work under the direct supervision of another senior staff member in the lab.
Overall, the frequency and pattern of mentors’ contacts with Scholars in payback was similar
to the nature of their interactions during summer. Several mentors saw no particular
challenges associated with having a UGSP Scholar in their lab for a full year. Challenges
identified by other mentors included dealing with Scholars’ absences when they went on
mterviews for medical or graduate school, and providing work at the appropriate level to
keep Scholars challenged and engaged.

Scholars cited diverse reasons for their decisions to do their payback right after college
or defer it until later. Those who had done it right away mentioned wanting to take a break
before graduate or medical school, make some money, determine their interests with regard
to choosing a postgraduate program, and gain experience that would increase chances of
being accepted into a particular postgraduate program. Those who had decided to defer
payback assumed or hoped that their interests and abilities would allow them to find a
suitable lab assignment at the NIH relatively easily after completing their educations. Two
Scholars who had deferred their work commitments found that their career interests had
changed in the interim and they saw the prospect or the experience of returning to the NIH
less enjoyable than it might have been if they had completed their service right after college.

For most of the Scholars who had started or completed their payback, the experience
had apparently gone well. The experience was somewhat negative for a few of them,
however. One described not being sufficiently challenged; another’s “bad lab experience”
made him not enjoy research in the field he had chosen.

Most of those who were still in college, or had just graduated but were deferring their
obligation, did not have a clear sense of where in the NIH they might work during payback.
This 1s unsurprising, given that payback was several years in the future for many of them. In
many cases, though, they were optimistic about the experience, seeing it as the “next step”
on their career paths, even if they did not know where those paths would lead. Some had
clear ideas about what they wanted to learn and accomplish, sometimes contrasting their
idealized future experience with past UGSP summer sessions. They were expecting, for
example, to have more independence, do more writing, and be seen more as a colleague.
Some Scholars saw their happiness during payback and its subsequent value to them as
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depending heavily on their eventual choice of a mentor. They hoped to establish close
relationships with someone who would value and trust them, and who would spend time
trying to help them in various ways.

Additional Perspectives

Some findings did not pertain to just one of the program components discussed above,
but to the broader functioning and purpose of the program.

Program Communications and Scholar Feedback. Although they may not have
always had all the mnformation they wanted at a particular point 1 time, such as the wages
they would earn during summer, some Scholars mentioned that their contact with program
staff had been very good—better than with most other programs or offices that
undergraduates typically encounter. Scholars also seemed pleased with their opportunities to
provide both informal and formal feedback about the program, particularly concerning the
summer session. They felt that the staff members were interested in hearing their comments
and concerns, and that the director was very approachable. In addition, they viewed officials
as responstve to their feedback and willing to make adjustments.

Future Employment at the NIH. While none of the Scholars said they definitely
would pursue permanent employment at the NIH, a few were enthusiastic about the
possibility. They were attracted by factors such as the opportunity to conduct research
without having to secure grant funding, plentiful learning opportunities, the location, and the
many collaborations that take place. However, a few had virtually ruled out eventual
employment at the NIH, all citing its location as the major factor. Several other Scholars
were at least open to the possibility of working at the NIH, but felt they would need to settle
on a particular type of research and a particular field before they could contemplate any
particular employer as they had many years of education and training remaining.

Some Scholars who were racial/ethnic minorities and/or women had mixed views on
how comfortable or welcoming a place the NIH was to work. They generally felt the NIH
was fairly comfortable—none said it was uncomfortable or unwelcoming—but they noted
some unevenness in minority representation and felt improvements were desirable, such as
more minorities in higher positions.

Scholars’ Overall Assessments of their UGSP Experiences. Asked to give their
overall views of the program, several Scholars offered very strong endorsements. They
greatly appreciated their experiences at the NIH and cited numerous benefits they had
derived from their participation, including diverse opportunities they would not otherwise
have had, better peer networks, exposure to top scientists, increased self-confidence, an edge
in future academic work, and personal and professional growth. A few noted that that their
comments pointing out problems and negative experiences should be considered m light of
their strong overall appreciation of the program; they simply wanted to help make the
program even better.
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CONCLUSION

This report should help NIH officials consider the future direction of the UGSP.
Stakeholders’ comments provide a broad and deep perspective on the program, and may
foster new thinking—or confirm past thinking—about how best to ensure that the program
1s operating as intended and is on the path to achieving its objective of drawing economically
disadvantaged students into biomedical research careers, preferably at the NIH.

Our overall assessment 1s that the UGSP appears to be operating as intended: It seems
to be attracting bright applicants interested 1 biomedical research; it creates the opportunity
for Scholars to develop a helpful relationship with a faculty member at their college; and it
gives some of them research and developmental opportunities they might not otherwise
recetve. In addition, the program appears to be operating smoothly, without any noteworthy
administrative problems. The Scholars generally felt positive about the program and their
experiences in it. While they and other stakeholders did raise a variety of concerns or
complaints, these were outweighed by the favorable assessments. They meant their
criticisms to be constructive and to help improve a program they already viewed positively,
overall.

On the basis of all the information we collected and analyzed, we present options below
for dealing with five of the issues that emerged from the study:

* Increase the priority placed on awarding initial scholarships to college
juniors or sophomores. This could lead to personal benefits for some
Scholars, mcluding stronger applications to postgraduate programs. It could
also 1increase the length of their involvement in the program, which n turn
could help mterest more of their fellow students in the program, and increase
both their future interest in the NIH and the chances that their academic
advisors would attend a summer session.

* Strengthen connections to academic advisors. Greater efforts to get
advisors to visit during the summer and to build their knowledge of the program
might benefit the program in various ways, especially in making advisors better
sources for referrals of future applicants.

* Continue efforts to see that Scholars have positive experiences working in
NIH Iabs. Communicating early and effectively with both Scholars and lab
staff about finding good matches, establishing realistic expectations, and
responding to problems, should help ensure that Scholars enjoy their research
tasks and are not disappointed by their relationships with their mentors.

» Try to change Scholars’ perceptions of the full-year service commitment.
Unequal scholarships contribute to some Scholars seemng this program
component as unfair or burdensome. Rather than using words such as
“payback” and “obligation” to describe the year(s) they must spend working at
the NIH, portraying it more as a special opportunity and a program benefit
might help shape different perceptions. Another option would be to award
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equal-sized scholarships and allow Scholars who do not need the full amount
for undergraduate studies to reserve the funds for graduate or medical school,
although this might require a legislative change.

Create more interest in deferring the full-year service commitment. To
make deferral of payback more appealing to current and future Scholars,
officials could present positive testimonials from Scholars who deferred their
service and viewed the experience as positive, as well as from NIH mentors who
prefer working with individuals who have completed their postgraduate degrees.
Additionally, officials could explore financial incentives for Scholars to defer
their full-year service commitments, such as signing bonuses or loan repayment,
although such features would likely require legislative changes.

Excecutive Summary
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND ON THE PROGRAM

The Undergraduate Scholarship Program (UGSP) was created in 1993 by Public Law
103-43 to interest and support highly talented students from disadvantaged backgrounds in
pursuing careers in biomedical and other health-related research at the National Institutes of
Health (NIH). Its creation was one of several steps taken by the NIH during the past
decade to increase the diversity of its own intramural research staff and of the biomedical
research field more generally. The program 1s administered by the NIH’s Office of Loan
Repayment and Scholarship (OLRS).

The UGSP promotes the pursuit of biomedical research careers by paying up to $20,000
per academic year toward tuition, other education expenses (for example, books, laboratory
fees, and graduation fees), and reasonable living expenses. In exchange for this financial
suppott, scholarship recipients, known as UGSP Scholars, incur two service obligations:

1. Summer Research Experience. After each academic year of funding,
scholarship recipients must work for 10 weeks during the summer as paid
employees 1n a research laboratory at the NIH campus in Bethesda, Maryland.
Each Scholar is matched with one or motre NIH staff who setve as mentors
during the 10-week period. In addition to conducting research, the Scholars
are required to attend a variety of formal seminars and participate in other
program activities.

2. Employment at NIH After Graduation. After receiving their bachelor’s
degrees, Scholars must serve as full-time, paid employees in an NIH research
laboratory, working one year (52 weeks) for each academic year in which they
recetved funding from the UGSP. This service obligation, known as “payback”
can be deferred while students pursue graduate or medical studies that will lead
to careers in biomedical research.

In addition to these service obligations, UGSP Scholars are required to have a faculty
member from their undergraduate mstitution serve as an advisor during the academic year to
foster their educational and career development.



To be eligible for the scholarship, an applicant must, at a minimum:

* Bea US. citizen, national, or qualified non-citizen eligible to work 1 the United
States

* Be enrolled or accepted for enrollment as a full-time student at an accredited
undergraduate institution for the upcoming academic year

* Have a college grade point average (GPA) of at least 3.5 (on a 4.0 scale) or be in
the top 5 percent of his or her high school class

* Come from a disadvantaged family and have “exceptional financial need,”
defined as low income according to guidelines published each year by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (Table I.1 shows the mncome limits
for calendar year 2002, the most recent figures available)

* Be eligible for federal employment, free of federal judgment liens and delinquent
federal loans, and have no conflicting service obligations

Table I.1: Low-Income Thresholds Used to Determine Exceptional Financial Need for the
UGSP and Other Health Profession Programs

Size of Parents’ Family Maximum Income
(Includes only dependents listed (Gross income for calendar year 2002,
on Federal income tax forms) rounded to nearest $10)
1 $17,960
2 $24,240
3 $30,520
4 $36,800
5 $43,080
6 $49,360
7 $55,640
8 $61,920

Source: Website for the UGSP (http://ugsp.info.nih.gov).

Beyond meeting these basic eligibility requirements, 1t is vital that applicants
demonstrate a serious interest 1 pursuing a career in biomedical or behavioral and social
science health-related research. Past coursework is an important indicator of their interest in
scientific research. They also must demonstrate their interest in science through multiple
short essays on the application form. In addition, the form asks them to list and explain any
special recognitions, scholastic awards and honors, and other scholarships they have
received, and to describe their initiative, work habits, leadership skills, creativity in problem
solving, and ability to work as a member of a team. Finally, all applicants must arrange for
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written recommendations from three individuals who have direct knowledge of their
research and academic qualities.

Applications are due by the end of February and award decisions are made by the end
of June for the following academic year. OLRS staff review complete applications submitted
by eligible students and select a set of about 40 semifinalists based on overall merit,
particularly focusing on their experiences and goals relating to scientific research. A
different review panel, composed of NIH and outside scientists, reviews the semifinalists’
applications and selects and interviews a set of finalists. After considering not only the
depth of the finalists’ understanding of and interest 1 science, but also how they present
themselves, the panel chooses the scholarship recipients.

Students may receive a maximum of four years of financial support from the UGSP.
The eligibility standards for Scholars who wish to renew their scholarships remain high,
although the application process is simpler than the process for an initial award. To be
eligible for a scholarship extensi